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Observations from the Field of Faith-Based Organizing:
Revitalizing Social Work Skills in Policy and Social Action

Janice M. Staral; PhD, ACSW

Introduction

Social work educators, practitioners, and stu-
dents are expected to become knowledgeable about
current issues in social welfare policy and social
change strategies (Council of Secial Work
Education, Section 6.2). This knowledge should be
directed toward efforts that promote the well-being
of clients and the larger community. This paper
focuses on the institutional church’s linkage with
faith-based community organizing and related
efforts to promote social action. The methods uti-
lized by faith-based organizations, as well as their
accomplishments, are discussed at length. This arti-
cle will examine the ways in which faith-based
organizing can help social workers: develop a deep-
er interest in social policy issues, learn new skills
for social action, and consider involvement in faith-
based organizing to affect positive social change.

The author has participated in various faith-
based organizing activities and believes that the
insight gained through these experiences will be
beneficial to social work practitioners. Faith-based
organizing provides another model to inform the
profession about policy issues and social action.
While social work texts also offer valuable concep-
tual mformation in this area, involvement in faith-
based orgamizing provides a more inclusive per-
spective. Working within faith-based organizations
not only increases one’s knowledge of specific poli-
¢y issues, it gives one the opportunity to immerse
his/herself in those issues and become an active
member of social change. To adopt the terminology
of Saul Alinsky, this experiential component *“put(s)
the fire in our bellies,” as we learn through various
trials to sharpen our skills and better comprehend
critical concepts.

Mandate for Social Action

Social work’s presence in social change, policy
issues, and the political arena has been uneven.
Specht and Courtney (1994) challenge the social
work profession to determine what role social
workers should play in addressing society’s current
social ills. In the preface to their book Unfaithfid
angels: How social work has abandoned its
mission, this challenge is summarized:

When [ first came to know social workers
half a century ago, they had a mission that
was, fo me, appealing and significant: to help
poor people, to improve community life, and to
solve difficult social problems. But times have
changed. Today, a significant number of social
workers are practicing psychotherapy and
doing so privately with a primarily middle-
class professional Caucasian clientele...a large
portion of the profession is adrift in the psy-
chotherapeutic seas. (pp. ix-x)

This book was received with much controversy,
causing some heated debates and creating some
tension between social work clinicians and social
workers practicing in macro areas. Although Specht
and Courtney’s book may have raised some contro-
versy and division within the profession, the
National Association of Social Work Code of
Ethics, adopted in 1996, clarifies that involvement
in social policy and change is not an option. Itis a
mangate. The NASW Code states:

Social workers should engage in social and
political action...Social should be aware of the
impact of the political arena on practice and
should advocate for changes in policy and leg-
islation to improve social conditions in order to
meet basic human needs and promote social
Justice (section 6.04).
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While the profession’s mandate to promote social
equity is clear, social workers have not been directed
to pursue a particular change method. Faith-based
organizing is a valuable means for personal involve-
ment in positive social change and justice, and can
be a viable method of teaching social work students
about social policy and activism.

Learning about faith-based organizations is con-
gruent with the overall direction that social work
education and practice is taking in terms of inte-
grating knowledge about religion and spirituality
into the social work curriculum. Authors such as
Canda, 1989, 1997; Dudley & Helfgott, 1990;
Amato-von Hemert, 1994; Anderson & Worthen,
1997; and Russel, 1998, have written about the
importance of integrating religious and spiritual
content into the social work curriculum. Other arti-
cles in the liferature maintain that religion and spir-
ituality is a relevant area of social work practice
{Holland, 1989; Sheridan, Wilmer & Archeson,
1994; Bullis, 1996; Canda, 199%). Canda,
Naskashima, Burgress, and Russel (1999) pub-
lished a bibliography that includes over 500 refer-
ences to social work’s relationship to spirituality.

Saul Alinsky and Faith-Based Organizing

Faith-based organizing and the role of the faith-
based community in promoting justice is well docu-
mented. This type of organizing has historically been
prominent in many Third World countries, and cur-
rently remains a principal method of organizing
(Lithicum, 1991), The historic Black Church is
another example of using religion-based strategies to
fight social injustice. Lincoln & Mamiya, 1950;
Cone, 1991; and Haight, 1998, recount this social
action from the time of slavery, through the Civil
Rights movement, and continuing to the present.
Cnaan (1999) devotes one chapter in his book to
explaining how organized religion has supported the
empowerment of various disenfranchised groups.
Likewise, Hanna & Robinson (1994) describe vari-
ous transformative social change strategies that have
been employed by religious groups.

In this article, the focus of faith-based organiz-
ing is specifically directed toward and rooted in the
organizing concepts developed in the late 1940s by
sociologist Saul Alinsky. He gleaned these concepts
from his earlier work in the “Back of Yards neigh-
borhoods of Chicago.” From his experiences in
Chicago, Alinsky founded the Industrial Areas
Foundation (IAF), a training organization for com-
munity organizing. Rubin & Rubin (1992} describe
Alinsky’s style of organizing as “influenced both by
the sociological perspective that social problems
have a community basis and the militant labor
organizing tactics of John Lewis” (p. 21). Although
the Alinsky style of organizing is known for its dra-
matic public protests, the goal of his work was to
help the disenfranchised gain some measure of
power to effect change, a goal consistent with the
profession’s mission.

The key objective of Alinsky’s style of organizing
is to train ordinary citizens to be competent and con-
fident in negotiating with burcaucrats, political, and
business people within their community. The train-
ing model includes utilizing the power of relation-
ships, coalitions, reciprocity, and respect. The Iron
Rule of this philosophy is “never do for others what
they can do for themselves” (Cortez, 1993, p. 300).

Alinsky involved churches in his organizing
efforts, but held them as somewhat suspect and
believed it was an institution that could not be
reformed. Hanna & Robinson (1994) describe
Alinsky’s principles as having “an insistence on
being abselutely nonideological, with a focus on
political pragmatism, fluidity, and compromise ...
including dismissing principles as irrelevant to pol-
itics” (p. 191). In the mid-1970s, after Alinsky’s
death, the Industrial Areas Foundation began to
consider methods to create more permanent struc-
tures that would not dissolve, like they had in the
past, after a specific organizing campaign was
achieved. This shift involved directing efforts
toward churches and a values-based model, a
departure from Alinsky’s original conception of
organizing. Hanna & Robinson (1994) make this
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distinction of a values-based organizing methodolo-
gy clear by explaining this new orientation.

A key component of the value base for insti-
tution-based community organizing is the
Judaeo-Christian ethic of compassion for oth-
ers, responsibility to the community, a sense of
morality and fair play, and a striving for social
Justice. Open identification with this tradifion
is a naturally comfortable association for the
organizing projects rooted in religious congre-
gations. Quotes from the Old and New
Testaments are frequent and large meetings are
typically opened in prayer. (p.86)

More recently, Alinsky’s classical community
organizing techniques have been adoted by faith-
based organizations both internationally and within
the United States. Linthicurn (1991), an urban
Preshyterian pastor, community organizer and train-
er, writes about his work with World Vision
International. This group works with what Linthicum
refers to as the “impoverished two-thirds world,” in
which “ordinary Christians already present in a city
to develop their skills in enabling the poor to deal
directly with their own problems” (p. 2).

In the United States, faith-based organizing or
congregation-based organizing are terms that refer
to the same concept. Jacobsen (2001) describes
these types of organizing as follows:

Congregation-based community organizing
Joins the values and principles of Dr. King to
the methodology of Saul Alinsky. Here we have
a creative, often uneasy tension between faith-
fulness and effectiveness, morality and expedi-
ency, conscience and compromise, the prophet-
ic and the practical, the world as it should be
and the world as it is. There are some who can-
not handle this tension. It seems to be an
unholy alliance (p. 24).

Milwaukee Inner Gity Churches Allied for Hope
{MIGAH): History and Structure

The author’s introduction to faith-based organiz-
ing was accidental. It occurred while doing

research in the early 1990s at the Reformation
Lutheran Church, a racially mixed central city
church iocated in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The
church is located in one of the poorer census tracts
of Milwaukee, with a neighborhood composition of
primarily African American residents. Church
membership lists 365 baptized members and is
comprised of almost an equal number of neighbor-
hood residents and white suburbanites. The church
was established in 1908 and until the late 1950s,
had over 2000 members, and was comprised of
middle to upper-income white members who lived
in the neighborhood (Staral, 1998, 2000).

Reformation Church was selected for past
research because it provided an opportunity to
study the methods the church leadership used to
combat the social ills in the community and offered
neighborhood people integration into the church’s
community change efforts. During this time, the
author learned that Reformation Church was one of
the original founding members of the faith-based
group called Milwaukee Inner City Churches Allied
for Hope (MICAH).

MICAH is a multi-ethnic, interfaith organization
established in 1988, and is an affiliate of the
Gamaliel Foundation, an organization that provides
faith-based organizing training. The following pro-
vides information about MICAH’s evolution, and
was extracted from internal MICAH documents
that relay much of the group’s history.

MICAT was founded as an ecumenical church-
based organization that was developed as a
response to the dire conditions that existed in
Milwaukee’s central city. Both the Hunger Task
Force of Milwaukee and the Catholic Church’s
Campaign for Human Development were consider-
ing the possibility of establishing a church-based
organization that would deal with the city’s social
issues. The two social service organizations decid-
ed to join forces and form one organization, result-
ing in the establishment of MICAH.

MICAH began with eight charter members, all
central city churches. Internal documents report
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that the organization’s goal was to provide a “vehi-
cle for inner-city congregations to address social
justice issues in the city, state, and nation.” The
statement continued with the pledge to “work on
behalf of all 200,000 residents of the central city in
a number of areas: housing, economic develop-
ment, drugs, crimes and education.” MICAHs
motto is “To do what is just.” MICAH’s guiding
scriptural message is drawn from the Book of
Micah, chapter six, verse eight. “This is what the
Lord asks of yow: only this, to act justly, to love
tenderly, and to walk humbly with your God.”

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the mem-
bership of MICAH was limited to central city
churches, with a focus on specific problems identi-
fied within the city limits. As this faith-based
group began to mature as an organization, the orig-
inal members recognized that some of their identi-
fied problems extended beyond the central city, and
that inclusion of other churches could increase their
power base. As a result of this decision to include
non-central city churches, the organization’s mem-
bership in 2001 included both city and suburban
churches, increasing its membership to 43 congre-
gations. Although membership continues to expand,
the organization retains its original name both as a
reminder of its history and to insure that as other
concerns are addressed, the needs of the central city
are never overlooked.

MICAH’s organizational structure is composed
of a Board of Directors and Executive Committee.
These two groups are comprised of a diverse volun-
teer group of men and women drawn from both the
central city and the suburbs, including low-income
individuals, professionals, and religious leaders.
Each congregation has one board member who
serves a two-year term. Internal staff is limited to a
lead organizer, an additional community organizer,
and a secretary. Consequently, much of the work
carried out by this activist group is the result of
committed clergy and dedicated volunteers.

In 1998, more than 125 clergy from the region
met to begin to craft a vision of a larger, umbrella

otganization that would work together on issues that
affect the wider geographic area of southeastern
Wisconsin. This larger group is comprised of
MICAH and three other area faith-based groups; two
of the groups are from the nearby cities of Racine
and Kenosha, and one is from southern Milwaukee
County (Annual Banquet Booklet, 1999).

Examples of other Faith-Based Organizations

The organizing style and principles of MICAH
do not differ in any significant way from more
prominent groups like Communities Organized for
Public Service (COPS). Ernesto Cortez founded
this organization in San Antonio, Texas, in 1974,
and it has been very successful in developing coali-
tions both inside and outside of the religious sector.
These coalitions include the husiness community,
San Antonio city government, the local Private
Industry Council, the governor of Texas, and vari-
ous other state and local agencices, all brought
together to create a $7 million, high-skill job train-
ing effort (Cortez, 1993). Because of its multiple
successes, COPS has become a model for organiz-
ing around the country. Another group is the
Baltimoreans United in Leadership (BUILD).
Cooper (1997), reports that this group was success-
ful in establishing a living wage ordinance for city
workers in Baltimore. McDougall (1993) provides
further discussion on the developmental history and
goals of this Baltimore group.

Most faith-based groups receive organizing
training from an umbrella organization dedicated to
that purpose. The Gamaliel Foundation, located in
Chicago, Illinois, provides training services to any
MICAH member. The Gamaliel Foundation was
formed in 1986. The Gamaliel network includes
forty-five organizations in fifteen states, and three
organizations in South Africa (Jacobsen, 2001).
The author’s experience with the Gamaliel
Foundation will be discussed further in this paper.
Further information regarding other faith-based
groups can be obtained from Shelterforce Online
(2001). This group maintains a Faith-Based
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Directory and has a complete on-line listing of var-
ipus training centers. Additionally, Hanna &
Robinson (1994) offer critiques of many faith-
based training groups.

Experiential Learning through MICAH

As an educator, the author finds it important to
combine experiential {earning opportunities with
theoretical concepts of policy and social action. In
1995, the author began attending some of the
“actions” (a planned intervention to bring addition-
al attention to a designated social issue) initiated by
MICAH. Later in 2001, the author accepted the
offer to become a MICAH board member. Again,
the author discovered that involvement not only
provided an opportunity to become engaged in
social change, but it also enhanced the ability to
teach social policy, and resulted in many significant
experiences.

One of the author’s more memorable experi-
ences was with a MICAH campaign that took place
in 1996. It began when the County Executive of
Milwaukee supported cutting $3.8 million from the
county’s funding for alcohol and other drug abuse
{AODA) treatment programs. The money that was
to be cut provided AODA treatment for county resi-
dents who had no insurance or financial means to
obtain such treatment. The campaign’s mission was
to restore the original $3.8 miltion to finance this
treatment. As the budget was being discussed, the
group had various meetings with county supervi-
sors and the county executive, but the members
failed to restore the funding,

Consequently, MICAH organizers decided to
take “action” directed toward the county executive.
After over two hours of outdoor protest, a group of
about 30 to 40 MICAH members (including the
author) entered the courthouse and remained in the
county executive’s conference room, demanding a
meeting with the county executive himself, The
county execuiive met with the protesters, but
refused to change his position, The MICAH leaders
then asked their supporters to leave the courthouse

peaceably, but a smalil group of 10 to 15 people,
including mostly ministers, decided to remain in
the courthouse overnight in the form of a “pray-in
protest.” The “pray-in” ended at ten o’clock the
next morning, but not before an emergency meet-
ing was held with the county supervisors with a
promise to restore funding for treatment. The
“pray-in” also captured media attention and public
sentiment throughout the 24-hour period of protest.
Of the $3.8 million, $2.8 million was restored.

MICAH’s Annual Public Meetings are another
example of how faith-based organizing can
enhance the connection between public policy and
activism. The Public Meetings include celebrations
of any victories in terms of policy changes, reports
of defeats and challenges, introduction of the new
officers, and setting the agenda for the next year.
At the 2001 Public Meeting, over 1,000 people
attended the one-and-a-half-hour meeting. It was
one of the few times in Milwaukee, identified as
one of the most racially segregated cities in the
United States (Massey & Denton, 1993), where
people of different socio-economic class, race, eth-
nicity, religion, and age come together. This event
has become so prominent that many local and state
political leaders are also in attendance.

Integrating Faith-Based Organizing with
Continuing Education

Concepts from faith-based organizing can be
integrated into traditional social work curricula as
well as continuing education curricula. Educators
can draw from community organizing textbooks,
such as Kahn (1994), Rivera & Erlich (1998), or
Rubin & Rubin (2001). They can also utilize infor-
mation from the following groups, including the
Association of Community Organization and Social
Administration (ACOSA), Social Welfare Action
Alliance (formerly the Bertha Capen Reynolds
Society), and Influencing State Policy. Texts that
relate specifically to faith-based organizing include
Linthicum’ (1991) account from a Third World
perspective, Hanna & Robinson (1994), and
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Jacobsen (2001), who writes directly from his
training at the Gamaliel Foundation and describes
how this training is applied to MICAH. In every
case, the introduction of these concepts should
include mention of Saul Alinsky’s work and legacy.

In utilizing a faith-based organizing context, the
educator can choose various organizing principles
or concepts and divide them into sections. For
example, sections could include conducting one-
on-ones, doing an agitation, cutting an issue, deter-
mining an action, writing a mission statement, ot
planning a public meeting. These are all concepts
that students can learn in the classroom or through
workshops, but if they have access to a faith-based
group experience, the power and utility of these
concepts will be greatly enhanced. If these groups
are not available, educators can bring in video
clips, flyers, or documents used by faith-based
groups. These documents can provide examples of
how one might write policy or mission statements,
or how to use publicity to capture the attention of
the general public. Participants will also learn that,
although these principles are being applied from a
faith-based perspective, these skills are just as
applicable to a secular setting.

One key principle utilized by MICAH, or any
similar faith-based organization, is the establish-
ment of a relationship (a main concept discussed in
social work) and, within this relationship, learning
the person’s self-interest. This strategy is accom-
plished by conducting “one-on-ones™:

On one level a one-on-one is as natural as a
conversation over a backyard fence...On anoth-
er level it is skilled, intentional, and focused.
The one-on-one interview is a means of initiat-
ing or building a relationship. The primary
(and usually only) agenda of a one-on-one is to
get to know the person.. It is simply a conver-
sation in which we learn another person s self-
interest. ...we come to understand what is
important to another person, what motivates
him or her, what is his or her passion
(Jacobsen, 2001, p. 39).

By practicing one-on-ones with each other, stu-
dents could improve their interviewing skills, while
discovering that these skills that are typically
understood from a “clinical or micro-level” can
also be applied to a macro level. If students did
one-cn-ones in the classroom, it could improve
class cohesion as well as encourage students to
develop deeper insight into their classmates’ inter-
ests, This concept of one-on-ones could be further
enhanced with a faith-based organizing connection.
In this case, students could assist an organizer and
volunteer to conduct one-on-ones at a local congre-
gation or synagogue. This process would provide
useful information to the organizer as well.
Students would improve their interviewing skills
and have an opportunity to conduct interviews in
diverse neighborhoods with people from various
religious denominations.

Another concept that Jacobsen discusses is help-
ing people to identify and act on their “self-inter-
est” For social workers, given the multiple
demands that they must negotiate, clarifying their
self-interest could be of great value. Social workers
might be afraid to act on their self-interest (or with-
in social work ethics) because of peer pressure or
concerns of being discredited or disliked. This style
of organizing includes using confrontation that is
referred to as agitation and could be very useful to
social workers and practitioners. Jacobsen (2001)
describes the concept of agitation as follows:

Agitation is a skill. It is a means of getting
others to act out of their own power and self-
interest, out of their own vision for their life. It
is not getting someone to do what someone else
wants the person to do...Relationship is a pre-
requisite of agitation. I have no right to people
I do not know...An agitator is trying to create
communirty, build an organizalion, raise up
leaders.. Most churches do not operate on the
basis of healthy agitation that is rooted in rela-
tionship and that summons forth the best from
their people (p. 66).

“Action” is another important concept utilized
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by MICAH. Earlier in this paper, the author
described the profound experience that students
and organizers experienced during the protest to
reverse AQDA treatment cuts. If students are con-
nected to a faith-based group, they can be invited
to these actions, or at least given video or written
media accounts of these events. Students not con-
nected to a faith-based group can be encouraged to
explore their seif-interest and determine if taking
up an action would bring attention to their concern.

Many of the concepts from faith-based organiz-
ing can be replicated in the classroom, with the
exception of the MICAH Public Meeting.
Fortunately, the Public Meeting was only a five-
minute bus ride from the author’s campus, so stu-
dents were encouraged to attend this meeting and
given additional credit for critiquing the meeting.
Students who attended this meeting commented
that they had learned so much more about policy
issues and that they had grown to understand that
some of these issues even affected their surround-
ing campus area.

Applying Faith-Based Organizing Goncepts o
Identified Social Issues

The principles utilized by the MICAH organiza-
tion are not unique to faith-based groups alone, and
can be applied within a variety of practice settings
across a broad range of social issues. The members
of MICATI establish priorities and utilize specific
issue committees to set goals and strategize needed
actions. The current standing committees are
Labor, Jobs and Ecenomic Development,
Education, Alcohol and other Drug Treatment, and
Immigration. Many of the MICAH initiatives have
been successful, and Jacobsen (2001} lists over two
pages of these achievements, ranging from the pas-
sage of a city ordinance, to mandating the rehabili-
tation of at least 50 abandoned houses annually for
low-income residents, to reducing class size in
some of Milwaukee Public Schools (pp. 28-30).

The AODA action that was presented earlier in
this paper provides one example of how an issue of

10

concern was utilized in order to restore the funding
cuts for alcohol and drug treatment. Another exam-
ple involves MICAH’s efforts to confront the large
amount of houses being sold to absentee landlords
by the Wisconsin Housing and Economic
Development Authority. After ongoing discussions
were unable to resolve this concern, the leaders of
the organization, along with 100 of its members,
sponsored an action that included holding a press
conference at a nearby church and leading a walk
to a run-down house in the neighborhood. As a
result of this action and further discussion, the
Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development
Authority developed and implemented new policies
that were in accord with what the group had
demanded (MICAH Banquet Program, 1999).

Additionally, one of the current issues provides
a model for understanding the necessary process by
researching and writing policy, gaining legislative
support and promoting activism in order to have
the policy transformed into law. In 2002, MICAH
began a campaign focusing on changing what hap-
pens to nonviolent drug offenders. The Mission
Statement is very clear:

10 secure outcome-effective alcohol and
other drug addiction treatment for low-income
and uninsured people. To treat addiction as a
public health issue, not a reason to incarcerate
thousands of non-violent low-income and
minovity people (Annual Public Meeting,
November 15, 2001).

The process required to effect the above mission
statement involves changing the state criminal
code. MICAH has identified this as an issue of jus-
tice, given their belief that those with higher
incomes and health insurance who are arrested as
drug offenders are able to obtain treatment, where-
as lower income people cannot afford treatment,
and because of their circumstances, do not change,
and consequently end up in jail. In this campaign,
the group will draw upon a recent law (Proposition
36) passed in the state of California where the law
provides for treatment rather than incarceration.
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The rallying call for this campaign will be
“Treatment Instead of Prison.”

The above case provides examples of the various
social issues in which the strategies from faith-based
organizing can be applied. Continuing education
classes can use these examples or define their own
issues in their surrounding community and use them
as a basis to practice the concepts of one-on-ones,
agitation, cutting an issue, doing actions, writing a
mission statement, or planning a public meeting.
Drawing on the similarities between the values of
faith-based organizing and the social work profes-
sion can easily facilitate discussions regarding faith-
based organizing. This includes the importance of
developing relationships, an emphasis on self-deter-
mination and empowerment (The Iron Rule: “Never
do for others what they can do for themselves™), and
the mandate to work for and toward justice.

Opportunities & Limitations in Faith-Based
Organizing

The tactics of MICAH are sometimes consid-
ered controversial. An article from The Milwaukee
Journal Sentinel, November 25, 2001, describes
MICAH as an *““in-your-face brand of non-violent
confrontation on issues from open housing to
school reform.” Social workers who learn the tech-
niques of faith-based organizing will also need to
know when this confrontational style of organizing
is not an appropriate method, and may be counter-
productive in cases where future cooperation or
alliances may be needed.

Involvement in MICAH does not necessitate
membership in a church, but church affiliation is
the typical method of involvement. If a person’s
church is involved in a faith-based organization, the
person can easily be linked, but this is not the only
way to become involved. If a person wants to find
an activist church, they could contact the headquar-
ters of a specific religious denomination and
inguire about the presence and location of an
activist church or faith-based organization. The
Catholic Campaign for Human Development, an

organization that provides funding to various faith-
based organizations, is another point of contact. It
is the social justice arm of the U.S. Conference of
Bishops, and distributes funds to organizing groups
for social change (Axel-Lute, 2001).

Being involved in a church group might afford
more flexibility than one might expect. The author
became a board member of MICAH before becom-
ing an official member of the church being repre-
serted. Individuals who embrace a group’s activist
goals and have a respect for a faith-based approach,
but do not want to be connected to a specific
church, couid choose to volunteer directly out of
the MICAH office. MICAH is open to the partici-
pation of non-Christian groups, but many MICAH
events continue to reflect a Judeo-Christian per-
spective. Social workers and educators who have
had negative church-related experiences, or who
maintain some suspicion toward institutional reli-
gion, may be reluctant to participate in this type of
organizing. For example, practitioners and students
may question whether the needs of the church hier-
archy were being met rather than the needs of the
community. According to Hanna & Robinson
(1994), “Alinsky himself was suspicious towards ail
institutions of authority, but specifically believed
that you could not reform the church, which he feit
was an unwinnable fight” (p. 211). However, the
above authors report that The Gamaliel Foundation
has a different viewpoint, and explains this differ-
ence in the following way. “The Gamaliel
Foundation talks more strongly of a goal of reform-
ing churches—irying to get them to consciously
and truly live out their credos—to make the word
flesh and fashion a new theology from the experi-
ence of organizing” (p. 193).

A final concern in regard to organizing, as well
as social work, is that of gaining a consensus in
regard to justice issues. Reichert (2001) refers to
the related term of social justice at length, contend-
ing that there is no clear definition of the term and
that competing interests or philosophies affect what
gets defined as social justice. This concern is
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instructive for the person involved in faith-based
organizing, encouraging them to be mindful of the
need to maintain a critical perspective while
involved in the organizing process. In terms of
opportunities, exposure to faith-based organizing
can help soctal workers experience hope and
become re-energized in their professional work. For
students, it makes the theoretical concepts both
believable and accessible.

The use of faith-based organizing to educate
social workers should not be seen as a departure
from classical community organizing, but as a
method to enhance teaching about overall organiz-
ing strategies. It can also be used as a means of
integrating social work with religion from a macro
perspective. Additionally, inclusion of this material
provides a historical perspective on the role of the
church as a place where low-income and marginal-
ized people have gathered for support, and in some
cases, collective action,

Inclusion of church-based organizing becomes
even more important as the United States faces a
decline in community cohesion and government
devolution, where decision-making and the flow of
money is being re-directed from the Federal
Government to the state and local levels (Reisch,
2000). Indeed, with the weakening of the nation’s
social welfare safety net, the church is frequently
the only remaining institution within the central
city. Social workers who are knowledgeable about
these methods can join with others and gain a voice
to effect change. In fact, Slessarev (2000) claims
that faith-based organizing is becoming the fastest
growing form of organizing in the U.S.

Providing faith-based education can also help
social workers to grow in cultural competence,
since many faith-based groups are multi-ethnic and
ecumenical. Students who read about Gutierrez’
{1990) conceptualization of empowerment will be
able to relate these concepts to the Iron Rule and, if
connected to a group like MICAH, will also have
an experiential understanding of her work. In this
case, education supports the social worker in learn-
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ing about the most pressing local and state policy
issues directly from community leaders, as well as
from scholars.

Additionally, it has only been during the last ten
years that more Schools of Social Work have begun
to integrate issues from religion or spirituality into
the social work curriculum (Russel, 1998). Learning
about this integration is a new frontier for many
social workers. The concepts gained from faith-
based organizing is important to social workers who
want 0 stay abreast of current issues, and offers
another option to responding to new concerns.

Incorporating real-life experiences into the
classroom setting requires additional effort on the
part of the educator because it necessitates a level
of participation or commmunication with the faith-
based environment, but the passion associated with
this type of orgamzing may well be worth the
effort. In the author’s case, serving as a board
member expedited the process because the board
usuaily knew in advance when various MICAH
activities would occur and could place these specif-
ic dates on the class syllabus. However, educators
who develop relationships with faith-based group
leaders could also keep abreast of the issues in
other ways.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it is clear that the work of faith-
based organizations that borrow from the Alinsky
style of organizing will be controversial, but the
author contends that it offers another important
perspective that should be included in social work
education and practice. Church-based groups pro-
vide another avenue for social change. For some
members in social work, these organizations might
provide the stamina and inspiration to continue the
important work toward justice, even after a long
day in the office or the classroom. As in the words
of Dom Helder Camara, a Brazilian Archbishop
and champion of the poor, “If I dream alone, it is
only a dream. If we dream together, it is the begin-
ning of a reality” (Jacobsen, 2001, p, 27).
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